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Evaluative decision-making for high quality professional development: 
Cultivating an evaluative stance 
 
Abstract  
Unprecedented policy attention to early childhood education internationally has 
highlighted the crucial need for a skilled early years workforce. Consequently, 
professional development of early years educators has become a global policy 
imperative. At the same time, many maintain that professional development research 
has reached an impasse. In this paper, we offer a new approach to addressing this 
impasse. In contrast to calls for a redesign of comparative studies of professional 
development programs, or for the refinement of researcher-constructed professional 
development evaluation frameworks, we argue the need to cultivate what we refer to as 
an ‘evaluative stance’ amongst all involved in making decisions about professional 
development in the early years  – from senior bureaucrats with responsibilities for 
funding professional development programs to individual educators with choices about 
which professional development opportunities to take up. Drawing on three bodies of 
literature -- evaluation capacity building, personal epistemology, and co-production -- 
that, for the most part, have been overlooked with respect to early years professional 
learning this paper proposes a conceptual framework to explain why cultivating an 
evaluative stance in professional development decision-making has rich possibilities for 
systemic, sustainable, and transformative change in early years education. 
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Unprecedented policy attention to early childhood education internationally has highlighted 
the crucial need for a skilled early years workforce. Consequently, the professional 
development of early years educators has become a global policy imperative (Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 2012). How to best address this imperative, 
however, is far from clear. Indeed, Hill et al. (2013) contend that what appeared to be an 
emerging consensus about the characteristics of effective professional development programs 
(see, for e.g., Mayer and Lloyd 2011) has been contested by disappointing findings from 
several recent randomised trials in the USA, even though these programs incorporated design 
elements widely assumed to maximise teachers’ learning in the compulsory school sector 
such as a focus on content, active learning and collective participation. It seems, therefore, 
that research into effective approaches to professional development has reached an impasse 
(Hill et al. 2013).  
As discussed in relation to the school sector, the apparent impasse arises primarily 
from the challenges of establishing meaningful and nuanced causal, rather than correlational, 
links between professional development, teacher learning and student outcomes, given 
multiple and complex mediating factors operating in ‘real world’ settings (King 2013). 
Exacerbating these challenges, according to many commentators, are conceptual and/or 
methodological weaknesses evident in many studies of professional development. 
Commentators refer variously, for example, to lack of conceptual clarity or, conversely, 
overly narrow conceptual framing; limited attention to processes of professional learning, as 
opposed to the content, pedagogical approaches and mode of delivery of professional 
development programs; inadequate information about the policy, workplace, and other 
contexts in which studies are situated; insufficient detail concerning sampling strategies, 
participants and methods; and an overreliance on self-reporting and participant perceptions 
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(Hill et al. 2013, Lauer et al. 2013, Waitoller and Artiles 2013). Similar concerns have been 
expressed about research into professional development in the early childhood education and 
care (ECEC) sector (Fukkink and Lont 2007, Klein and Gomby 2008, Sheridan et al. 2009, 
Zaslow et al. 2010); a sector characterised by additional complexities, including 
fragmentation of service provision, extensive variation in the education and qualification 
levels of early childhood educators, as well as a lack of attention to the development of 
leaders who can implement and sustain professional development initiatives aimed at 
program improvement (Ryan and Whitebook 2012). Across both the ECEC and school 
sectors, therefore, there is a need for innovative, conceptually and methodologically robust 
ways to advance research into professional development – and thus to better address policy 
imperatives, improve pedagogical practices and learning outcomes, and achieve greater 
returns on public investment in teacher development.     
In this article, and with particular reference to ECEC, we propose a new approach to 
investigating professional development. In contrast to calls for a tighter focus on establishing 
causal relationships (Wayne et al. 2008); the redesign of comparative studies of professional 
development programs (Hill et al. 2013); and the refinement of researcher-constructed 
professional development evaluation frameworks (Desimone 2009, King, 2013), we argue for 
the importance of studying systemic change within ECEC organisations. Our particular 
interest is in change in professional learning at the individual and organisational level that we 
anticipate could arise from cultivating an ‘evaluative stance’ in relation to decision-making 
about professional development. The specific purpose of this article is to present our 
conceptualisation of an evaluative stance as a key aspect of professional learning and its 
possible affordances for advancing professional development research and practice. 
We begin by explaining the current policy ‘moment’ in Australia that has intensified 
the need for well-informed and careful decision-making in the face of rapidly proliferating 
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professional development offerings. We then outline the conceptual underpinning to our 
notion of an evaluative stance. In doing so, we draw on and connect three bodies of literature 
that, for the most part, have been overlooked in research on professional learning: namely 
literature related to evaluation capacity building (ECB), personal epistemology, and co-
production. In concluding, we refer briefly to our plans to ‘test’ our conceptualisation 
empirically.  
The Australian Context and Current Policy ‘Moment’ 
In Australia, the election of the Rudd-Gillard federal Labor Government [2007-2013] 
heralded a period of significant investment in ECEC. This investment took place under the 
auspices of the Council of Australian Government’s (COAG) national reform agenda. 
Encompassing many social and economic policy portfolios, the reform agenda aimed to 
improve national productivity through achieving greater consistency (e.g., in policy and 
regulations) across all jurisdictions. As Australia is a federated nation with eight states and 
two mainland territories, along with a federal jurisdiction, this was an ambitious undertaking. 
As we have explained in more detail elsewhere, ECEC figured prominently in the national 
reform agenda (Sumsion et al 2009). Governance of ECEC is situated within State and 
Territory Departments of Education and Australian Government Departments of Social 
Services, and Education. Amongst the ECEC initiatives have been the development of a 
National Early Childhood Development Strategy National laws and Agreements (Sims et al. 
2014); a National Quality Framework and National Quality Standard (Irvine & Price 2014); a 
national Early Years Learning Framework (Sumsion et al. 2009); and a national Early Years 
Workforce Strategy (Cumming, Sumsion and Wong in press). For greater detail, see 
Appendix 1. 
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Policy changes foreshadowed by the conservative federal Liberal-National Coalition 
Government following its election in 2013 suggest that aspects of these initiatives may now 
be under threat (Sumsion et al. 2014). Nevertheless, in 2014, the Australian (i.e., federal) 
Government introduced the Long Day Care Professional Development Programme (LDCPD), 
with funding redirected from what was known as Early Years Quality Fund, established by 
the previous Labor government. The LDCPD Programme represents an unprecedented three-
year [2014-2016] investment of $AUD 200 million to support the professional development 
of the approximately 76,000 educators working in long day care centres (The Social Research 
Centre 2014). These centres generally open for a minimum of 8 hours per day, for at least 48 
weeks of the year, and provide education and care programs for children, in some cases from 
six weeks of age, through to children aged five and six years. In Australia, “educator” is used 
as a generic term to refer to anyone, regardless of qualification, who works directly with 
children in an early childhood setting.   
The explicit purpose of the LDCPD funding (https://www.education.gov.au/long-day-
care-professional-development-programme) is to support educators in addressing the 
requirements of the National Quality Standard and in implementing the Early Years Learning 
Framework (Australian Government Department of Education 2014), both of which place 
substantial expectations on educators. Those in leadership roles, for example, are expected to 
build a professional learning community that supports ongoing individual and organisational 
learning as the basis for continuous quality improvement. Every educator is also expected to 
engage in reflective practice (Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority 
[ACECQA] n.d.). In addition, there is an expectation regarding the involvement of all 
educators in the development and ongoing refinement of a centre-specific Quality 
Improvement Plan, which involves a self-report audit against each of seven quality areas to 
identify where to focus improvements. The Quality Improvement Plan is central to the 
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external quality assessment and ratings process undertaken under the auspices of the 
ACECQA. Because the context and environment of every early childhood centre is different, 
there is a need to develop knowledge of and skills in decision-making for professional 
development that can be applied to specific contexts. Making effective use of the Quality 
Improvement Plan is regularly identified as an area requiring further work in the quarterly 
reports released by ACECQA (see, for e.g., ACECQA 2014). Collectively, these expectations 
and requirements highlight the importance of focusing on professional learning, not only of 
educators who often are the targets of professional development but also of those charged 
with dispersing funds for professional learning. Given that many leaders in the early years 
sector are not required to have specialized qualifications in early childhood education or 
leadership, the capacity to take an ‘evaluative stance’ (a concept we will explain presently) in 
everyday practice and in relation to decisions about professional development and learning is 
central to ensuring quality improvement.       
Consistent with the emphasis on contextual differences in ECEC, a key feature of the 
LDCPD is the high degree of flexibility it affords leaders in identifying professional 
development needs of their staff and deciding upon which professional development 
strategies, options and providers would best meet those needs (Australian Government 
Department of Education 2014). Extensive consultations with senior policy makers, early 
childhood service providers, and other key groups in the ECEC sector recently undertaken in 
our capacity as members of the Excellence in Research in Early Years Education 
Collaborative Research Network  (an Australian Government funded early years research 
capacity-building initiative) (Mulhearn and Sumsion 2014) have highlighted their acute 
awareness of the ethical imperative of investing this professional development funding 
‘windfall’ wisely. These consultations have also highlighted leaders’ concerns about the 
potential for poor decisions and poor returns on investment in professional development. 
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Such concerns are particularly evident in the face of escalating marketing campaigns from 
commercial providers of professional development offerings and initiatives of sometimes, 
dubious quality. The present policy moment in Australia, therefore, creates urgency for 
research that can inform decision-making around professional development. It has also 
heightened our interest in professional learning possibilities that might arise from working 
with leaders to cultivate an ‘evaluative stance’.  
An Evaluative Stance: Conceptual Underpinnings 
Evaluation is typically thought of as the systematic collection of data to investigate the 
implementation and effectiveness of programs, policies or practices (Patton 2008).  In regards 
to professional development, evaluation is usually some kind of assessment about what 
teachers and others learn from participating in a learning opportunity and how the learning 
program might be improved. Instead of focusing research on the professional development 
program and its impacts, however, we are arguing here for a focus on cultivating the 
capacities of individuals in educational settings to take an evaluative stance towards choosing 
professional development opportunities, and investigating how they apply an evaluative 
stance to their professional learning. 
We use the term “evaluative stance” to refer to a mindset (evaluative thinking and 
beliefs) and skillset (e.g., critical thinking skills), while acknowledging that these can be 
inextricably interconnected. In the context of professional learning, we suggest, that 
evaluative mind sets and skills sets are geared towards analysing evidence to guide decision-
making in the selection and implementation of professional development activities and 
initiatives, to ensure that intended outcomes are reached and program improvements ensue. 
Our interest in, and conceptualisation of, an evaluative stance has its genesis in intersecting 
ideas from the literature concerned with evaluation capacity building, personal epistemology, 
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and co-production. For ease of explanation, we discuss each of these three concepts in turn, 
while emphasising their interconnectedness. As well, we make links to existing literature 
about professional development that draws on, or gestures to, these or similar notions. 
Evaluation capacity building  
Evaluation capacity building (ECB) is a process by which strategies are designed and 
implemented to assist individuals, groups and organisations in the process of conducting 
effective, useful and professional evaluations  (Preskill and Boyle 2008).  ECB is widely 
considered more effective when embedded and ongoing within organisations (Stockdill et al. 
2002), and when it is seen as more than a primarily individual capacity. Preskill (2014) 
indicates that ECB is about “learning to think evaluatively” and involves “evaluative thinking 
and practice” (p. 117).  A few theoretical models of ECB have been developed (Preskill and 
Boyle, 2008) but we refer to two that appear to have strong potential to inform professional 
development research: the Multidisciplinary Model proposed by Preskill and Boyle (2008) 
and the Integrated ECB model (Labin et al. 2012, Labin 2014)         
      The Multidisciplinary Model of ECB  
Preskill and Boyle’s (2008) Multidisciplinary Model of ECB draws on three research fields: 
evaluation; organisational learning and change; and adult and workplace learning.  The model 
has two domains. The first describes motivations, assumptions and expectations as well as 
strategies for ECB.  Motivations may include a range of intrinsic and extrinsic factors, for 
example, the need for an organisation to demonstrate accountability. Assumptions relate to 
issues such as the extent to which individuals within an organisation believe that: evaluation 
is important for decision-making; there is a need to make learning explicit (intentional); and 
taking an evaluative stance can promote program effectiveness. Preskill and Boyle propose 
that individuals within an organisation must have a common set of beliefs and assumptions 
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for effective ECB. Motivations and assumptions then lead to a range of expectations about 
ECB, for example, that an organisation will become more effective and develop its capacity 
for learning. Accordingly, motivation, assumptions and expectations determine the nature and 
implementation of ECB strategies, for instance, through internships, meetings, training, 
mentoring, and engagement in communities of practice (Preskill and Boyle 2008). 
The second domain of the model is the development of sustainable practice, through 
the transfer of learning about ECB, specifically, the transfer of knowledge, skills and 
attitudes. According to Preskill and Boyle (2008), transfer takes place within broader 
organisational contexts. The organisational systems and structures, along with its 
communication channels, leadership and culture, influence the organisation’s learning 
capacity. In this respect, the Multidisciplinary Model of ECB (Preskill and Boyle 2008) bears 
some resemblance to the Integrated ECB Model (Labin et al. 2012, Labin 2014) described 
next. 
The Integrative ECB Model 
The Integrative ECB Model (Labin et al. 2012) which, seemingly without explanation, later 
became known as the Integrated ECB Model (Labin 2014) builds upon the conceptual work 
underpinning the Multidisciplinary Model (Preskill and Boyle 2008) to also provide an 
empirical overlay. Developed initially from the findings of a systematic broad-based research 
synthesis (Labin et al. 2012), and subsequently through factor analysis (Labin 2014), the 
Integrative ECB Model identifies constructs from existing ECB measurement tools and 
incorporates these into a heuristic representation. The high degree of consistency between the 
concepts identified in the conceptual literature and those identified in empirical studies 
suggests that the Integrative ECB Model has considerable construct validity. Thus it can be 
used “to test the relationships hypothesized in … models” of ECB (Labin 2014, p. 113). The 
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Integrative ECB Model has three phases. First, there is the identification of needs or reasons 
why members of an organisation should engage in evaluation capacity building. Next, 
stakeholders identify the activities they will engage in to develop their evaluation capacities 
such as professional development, and data collection focused on examining aspects of an 
organisation. In the final and third phase, key stakeholders identify outcomes of their 
evaluation capacity building at the individual, organisational and program levels. 
Within each of these phases there is considerable synergy with the concepts and 
constructs in the Multidisciplinary Model. Both models, for example, refer to what could be 
described as presage factors, both personal (individual) and situational (organisational) 
presage factors. Personal presage factors are individual needs (Labin 2014), attitudes, 
motivations, and assumptions (Preskill and Boyle 2008). Situational presage factors, 
described in both models, are influencing factors at broader contextual levels such as the 
organisational leadership, culture, communication, systems, and structures (Preskill and 
Boyle 2008), and mediating factors such as organisational capacity (Labin 2014).  Both 
models acknowledge that personal and situational factors influence the implementation of 
ECB strategies or processes that, in turn lead to individual, and organisational outcomes, such 
as sustainable evaluation practices (Preskill and Boyle 2008, Labin 2014). Both models also 
recognize the significance of the role of adult learning and that ECB is essentially related to 
evaluation for learning. A key focus in ECB models, therefore, is how leaders within 
organisations can support professional learning using ECB.  
Importantly, however, the Multidisciplinary Model (Preskill and Boyle 2008) and the 
Integrative ECB Model (Labin et al. 2012) vary in one crucial aspect: the latter emphasises 
the primacy of participatory and collaborative processes. Describing these processes as “an 
essential thread in the fabric of ECB efforts”, Labin et al. (2012, p. 324) eloquently argue the 
indispensable nature of participatory and collaborative approaches that actively engage all 
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stakeholders in evaluation processes.  Noting similarities to “collaborative reflective 
practice”, they refer to building a culture where stakeholders are "sharing ideas, information 
and action, thinking and working in an evaluative way” (p. 18). Whether collaboration is 
indeed essential to ECB, however, is contested (Clinton 2014).  
As a research team, we are interested in examining professional learning in ECB in 
more detail.  ECB is focused on organisational change by actors working together or 
individually to learn how to evaluate various aspects of the organisation. However, the focus 
is primarily on evaluation of the organisation, rather than on developing the ability of 
individuals within the organisation to use an evaluation approach that may lead to program 
improvement. Similarly, the collective approach to ECB of the integrative model emphasizes 
participatory decision- making of individuals in evaluation processes, but not necessarily on 
how a collaborative approach might lead to new forms of professional learning. Accordingly, 
we turn to the literature on personal epistemology as an innovative theoretical framework, 
and to the co-production literature for a generative methodology. 
Personal epistemology and professional learning 
While the ECB models present a clear focus on personal and situational presage factors and 
the significance of professional learning, missing from these models is theorizing on learning. 
A personal presage factor that may be considered in relationship to professional learning for 
ECB is personal epistemology. Personal epistemology refers to the beliefs individuals hold 
about the nature of knowing and knowledge. Utilizing theory and research in the area of 
personal epistemology offers a way to better understand learning (Kang 2008) generally, and 
professional learning for ECB in particular. Although a substantial body of research has 
investigated the relationship between personal epistemologies and learning across a range of 
13  
disciplines and contexts such as science and education, there appears to have been no such 
research in ECB.  
Much of the personal epistemology research to date has examined how education 
contexts influence the development of personal epistemology (Hofer 2004b). In germinal 
research, Perry (1970), and King and Kitchener (1994) showed that individuals may move 
from simple, ‘black and white’ views of knowledge through to complex evidenced-informed 
ways of knowing as a result of their participation in a class or program of learning. A 
considerable body of recent evidence has mirrored these earlier findings. For example, 
researchers have described movement in personal epistemologies from absolutist (i.e. an 
absolute view of knowledge), to subjectivist (i.e. personal opinions count) to evaluativist (i.e. 
tentative, evidenced-based evaluations of knowledge) (see Feucht 2010 for a review which 
builds on the work of Kuhn and Weinstock 2002). Individuals with absolutist personal 
epistemologies view knowledge as right or wrong, and so see little need to be reflective or to 
evaluate knowledge. As individuals begin to understand that knowledge is tentative, they may 
conceive of knowledge and knowing as personal or subjective constructions. Subjectivist 
beliefs may lead to a view that personal opinions count, but knowledge still remains largely 
unexamined. Individuals with an evaluativist personal epistemology, however, understand 
that knowledge is subjectively constructed, but also recognize that some knowledge is 
“better” than another. This means that knowledge claims are made on the basis of evaluating 
a range of perspectives and then coming to the “best” evidenced-informed response. From 
this perspective knowledge is tentative, perspectival and constructed. In reflecting the 
potential range or development of personal epistemologies, research within the area 
commonly uses the terms ‘naïve' and ‘sophisticated’ to depict opposite ends of a continuum 
of personal epistemologies (Pintrich 2002).  
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Personal epistemologies are activated during the process of learning and influence the 
extent to which we make meaning and engage in complex problem solving (Hofer 2002). 
This suggests that personal epistemology belief systems may filter how ECEC professionals 
make decisions and how they engage in, and apply what they experience in, professional 
development (cf. Yadav and Koehler 2007, Many et al. 2002, Muis 2004, Peng and 
Fitzgerald 2006). Some research also suggests that evaluativist (or sophisticated) personal 
epistemologies are related to a greater capacity to engage in critical thinking (Braten and 
Stromso 2006). This is of crucial importance when we consider that the learning processes 
associated with taking an evaluative stance involve evaluating a range of perspective/inputs 
and managing complex environments with multiple stakeholders. We theorise that policy 
makers, leaders and educators in ECEC organisations who enact evaluativist personal 
epistemologies are more likely to engage in critical thinking and analysis based on evidence 
for a “best” solution.  While we have strong evidence to show that an individual’s personal 
epistemology influences learning strategies and learning outcomes (Muis 2004), we know 
little about this in the context of ECB.   
Given the clear focus on professional learning in the ECB research, we argue that an 
innovative theoretical approach is to focus on personal epistemology as a personal presage 
factor in addition to the attitudes, motivations, and assumptions described by Preskill and 
Boyle (2008). To date, personal epistemology research has shown clear links between 
sophisticated personal epistemologies (mindsets) and critical thinking (skills sets). We argue, 
therefore, that a focus on encouraging evaluativist mindsets and critical thinking skillsets has 
the potential to provide a new way to both conceptualise and promote an evaluative stance in 
ECB.   
Recent research also points to the importance of understanding more about the role of 
social contexts in the construction of personal epistemologies (see Brownlee et al. 2011 for a 
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review).   Hofer (2010), for example, noted that we still do not understand enough about how 
contexts influence personal epistemologies. “These contextual influences may influence how 
teachers view the role of authority in knowledge building, the certainty of knowledge and 
how knowledge is justified” (Brownlee et al. 2011, p. 4). We also contend that a focus on 
social contexts through the use of co-production, as a form of collaboration, has the potential 
to engage stakeholders from across the early childhood sector in cultivating evaluativist 
mindsets with respect to professional learning in ways that could lead to systemic change.  
Co-production 
The term ‘co-production’ has been used mainly in health, human services and public 
administration literature to refer variously to collaboration between service providers and 
consumers of those services, or more broadly between state and citizen (Giddens 2003). Co-
production provides a way of positioning citizens, consumers and service users as “necessary, 
expert and generative co-participants” (Dunston et al. 2009, p. 40). Thus it involves a 
fundamental shift from “doing to and doing for” to “doing with” (p. 41, original emphases). 
Further, and especially when the focus moves beyond the provider-client relationship 
common in welfare, co-production can be seen as offering a way of harnessing the productive 
and innovative capacities of different sectors (e.g., policy, academia, practice) in an 
endeavour to address complex, and seemingly intransigent or ‘wicked’ (Rittel and Webber 
1973) problems. In our case, the ‘wicked’ problem is how to promote evaluative thinking and 
practice for the effective deployment of resources for professional development that leads to 
quality improvement. 
With an emphasis on shared interests and learning partnerships, co-production can 
occur across all stages of service provision, from planning and design, to implementation, 
through to managing, monitoring and evaluation (Bovaird 2007, Dunston et al. 2009). 
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Bovaird (2007) argues, however, that its potential remains vastly underestimated, in part 
because of a paucity of “detailed and situated analyses” about “where and how increased 
levels of co-productive practices might be achieved” (Dunston et al. 2009, p. 44). Most 
analyses have focused on change initiated by individual practitioners and services, with little 
attention to its possibilities for bringing about systems-wide change (Dunston et al. 2009). To 
the best of our knowledge, to date, studies of co-production in the early childhood education 
sector have been confined to fostering greater parental involvement in early childhood 
services − see, for example, Pestoff (2006) and Pemberton and Mason (2009). Interestingly, 
these studies were undertaken respectively within the the disciplines of public management  
and social policy, rather than the discipline of education – where, to our knowledge, the 
concept of co-production has not been taken up.   
For us, then, questions have arisen as to whether it is a useful concept to import, given 
the existing emphasis on collaborative approaches to professional learning and development 
in much of the educational research literature (Kennedy 2005, Sheridan et al. 2009). What, if 
anything, might co-production contribute over and above, for example, the concepts of 
‘communities of practice’ (Wenger 1998) or ‘collaborative action research’ as discussed by 
Kennedy (2005)? At this stage, our response is necessarily tentative for we are only just 
begining to put the concept of co-production ‘to work’ in an empirical investigation.  
However, the explicit focus on joint decision-making about the effective deployment of 
publicly financed resources in many conceptulisations of co-production (Brandsen et al. 
2012), including for the purpose we are intending to use it, seems to take it beyond the usual 
focus of many arguably similar concepts widely used in education. So, too, does the scope for 
systemic change through collaborative endeavour across sectors, rather than the more usual 
focus on change in a particular site.       
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Together, these three inter-disciplinary bodies of literature − evaluation capacity 
building, personal epistemology, and co-production − provide a conceptual framework for 
understanding and studying how the cultivation of an evaluative stance as part of professional 
development initiatives might lead to improving the learning of individuals and organisations 
as part of systemic change. That is, an integrative model of ECB provides insights into the 
kinds of skills and understandings needed to be able to critically evaluate the quality of 
programming in an educational setting and how well individuals within that program are 
meeting the goals of an organisation.  This then allows leaders to consider how they might 
target professional development efforts to improve instructional quality. Examining shifts in 
personal epistemologies permits the tracing of change both in the ways leaders approach their 
work as decision makers and guiders of professional development while also permitting 
examination of how educators are changing their beliefs and practice in alignment with 
quality improvement efforts. By employing a co-production lens the focus is extended 
beyond tracing the learning of individuals within an educational setting as a result of 
professional development to also consider how professional development can be shared and 
generative across educational settings through collaborations and partnerships. 
Conclusion 
Professional development is probably the most used means of improving instructional quality 
in education settings. Evaluation is typically a research design applied by those funding or 
leading professional development initiatives to ensure that the design of the program leads to 
improvements in practice.  Yet, it has been documented by a number of scholars that most 
professional development initiatives, even those based on adult learning principles and 
closely connected to the sites in which change is expected, often do not have their intended 
impact. While some argue that the problem lies in the limited ways professional development 
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has been studied, we argue in this paper that what is needed is a reconceptualization of the 
relations between evaluation research and professional development. Rather than evaluation 
being something used to examine professional development, we are suggesting that the 
cultivation of an evaluative stance be embodied within professional development initiatives 
as a means of ensuring professional learning opportunities are differentiated to particular 
educational programs and the educators within them and also as a means to facilitate change 
across programs. 
The state-of-play in ECEC in Australia offers unique affordances for professional 
learning within its workforce. Our proposal of an ‘evaluative stance’ brings together three 
cognate bodies of scholarship - evaluation capacity building, personal epistemology, and co-
production – to consider its possibilities for systemic, sustainable, and transformative change 
to professional development in early years education. To test these ideas empirically, we are 
planning to undertake a three-year, mixed method, multiphase, multisite, study.   
Joining us as collaborators are four organisations including a government department, 
from four Australian states, with responsibilities for decision-making concerning professional 
development in the ECEC sector. Our collaborators will work with us as co-designers and co-
evaluators in developing and testing (in other words, co-producing) a protocol for improving 
decision-making for high quality professional development.  While we have not begun the 
study, we have received enormous interest in the planned three-year project, and its approach 
to thinking differently about professional development and particularly about how wise 
decisions about investments in professional development might be made.  
So much investment has been and continues to be made, in Australia and 
internationally, in using professional development to build educator capacity with little 
attention to the deep shifts in epistemologies needed if educators are to change their practices. 
At the same time, focusing professional development primarily on improving the capacities 
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of educators has prevented considerations of how professional development can contribute to 
the improvement of educational quality within and across settings. We believe that 
researching professional development, through the lenses of evaluation capacity-building, 
personal epistemologies, and co-production may provide a new way forward to not only 
ensure professional development is effective at one point in time but that professional 
development leads to ongoing improvements over time and across programs.  Although we 
have focused on the Australian context, our reading of international contexts, for example,  as 
reported by the OECD (2012), suggests that the need for systemic change of this kind is 
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